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Glossary

ANZORC National Association of Peasant Reserve Zones

ICRC International Committee of the Red Cross

COALICO Coalition Against the Involvement of Children and Youth 
in the Armed Conflict in Colombia

CONPAZ Communities Constructing Peace in the Territories

IHL International Humanitarian Law

ELN National Liberation Army

EPL Popular Liberation Army

FARC–EP Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia–People’s Army

SDF Syrian Democratic Forces

ICBF Colombian Family Welfare Institute

INDEPAZ The Institute for Development and Peace Studies

SJP The Special Jurisdiction for Peace

LGBTQ Lesbians, Gays, Bisexuals, Transexuals, Queer

M-19 19th of April Movement

AP mines Anti-Personnel mines

UXO Unexploded Ordnance

IOM International Organization for Migration

UNICEF United Nations Children’s Fund

YPG People’s Protection Units

YPJ Women’s Protection Units
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Executive summary1

This document presents lessons learned 
from the process of separation1 and rein-
tegration of children from the ranks of the 
Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia 
– People’s Army (FARC–EP) and makes 
practical recommendations for the Syrian 
Democratic Forces (SDF) and the Auto- 
nomous Administration of North and  
East Syria, which have committed to the 
United Nations to separate minors from 
their ranks.

Despite its humanitarian and social bene-
fits, the disengagement of children from 
an armed actor poses significant challenges. 
Ties with their families and community 
may have been interrupted, their studies 
suspended, and their physical and  
psychological health affected - which 
ultimately hinders their return to society  
and the restoration of their rights. Also,  
a significant portion of them may not  
want to leave the ranks.

The reintegration of minors who have 
sometimes spent years in the ranks of  
an armed actor is not achieved without the 
dedicated cooperation of all actors involved.

This report analyzes the Colombian experi-
ence through the existing literature and  
the lived experience of some people who 
participated in the separation and reinte-
gration process. Based on interviews and 
participatory meetings with key actors in 
the same process, this paper also formu-
lates lessons learned and recommendations 
for the parties to the conflict or the parties 

in negotiation on the one hand, and for  
the implementing agencies, on the other.

These learned lessons and recommen- 
dations highlight the importance for  
the parties to the conflict to consider  
the issue of child protection as a priority  
in negotiations, including the demo- 
bilization of children and the search  
for appropriate solutions for them. This  
can be done through pre-agreements, 
Action Plans or unilateral acts that can  
be a first step towards the demobilization 
of children. It also stresses the importance 
for the actors involved to have an inclusive 
perspective for children and to see them 
as actors in their own right: Young people 
need to be in the center of this process 
and innovative ways to rebuild ties with  
their families and communities must  
be proposed. 

It also highlights the need for implement-
ing agencies to work towards broadening 
participation and raising awareness 
among other actors (civil society, commu-
nities, and the media), who can contribute 
to the success of a demobilization and 
reintegration process. It is hoped that this 
reflection on the Colombian experience 
will serve as a resource for armed and 
political actors in Syria and other contexts 
to move forward and successfully imple-
ment their agreements, Action Plans  
or unilateral acts through which they have 
committed themselves (or will commit 
themselves in the future) to the separa-
tion of children from their ranks.

1  The official agreement between the parties used the term “exit” (“salida” in Spanish), instead of the more commonly  
used concept “demobilization. Here the concepts “exit,” and “separation” will be mainly employed for the specific FARC–EP 
process, but will be used interchangeably with “demobilization” when referring to other contexts or generically. 
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2  In Colombia it is usual to talk about “niños, niñas y adolescentes” (boys, girls and adolescents). While we recognize the 
importance of using this broader concept and especially in conversations with young people themselves, here for simplicity 
we have chosen to simply use “children” as understood in the Convention on the Rights of the Child.
3  https://childrenandarmedconflict.un.org/2019/07/syrian-democratic-forces-sign-action-plan-to-end-and-prevent-
the-recruitment-and-use-of-children

This document aims to summarize the 
experiences and lessons learned from the 
process of separation and reintegration  
of a group of children2 from the ranks  
of the FARC–EP. These experiences and 
lessons learned were used for an ex-
change and learning exercise with the 
Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) and the 
Autonomous Administration of North  
and East Syria that have signed an Action 
Plan with the United Nations to prevent 
underage recruitment.

The  FARC–EP reached a final agreement 
to end the armed conflict in 2016 after 
four years of negotiations with the  
Colombian State. The agreement included 
the separation of a group of children  
who were still in the ranks at the time.  
This unprecedented experience – which  
in addition to the parties, was supported 
and accompanied by international  
organizations such as the United Nations 
Children’s Fund (UNICEF), the International 
Organization for Migration (IOM), the 
International Committee of the Red  
Cross (ICRC) and national institutions, 
children’s rights and community-based 
organizations – it provides interesting 
lessons worth sharing and reflecting on, 
for future negotiations in Colombia with 
other armed actors, and for conflicts in 
other countries.

The SDF signed an Action Plan on 29 June 
2019 with the United Nations (UN), to  
end and prevent the recruitment and use 
of children under the age of 18. Through 
this Action Plan, the SDF (with the support 
of the Autonomous Administration of 
North and East Syria) commits to: end  
and prevent the recruitment and use of 
children, to identify and separate children 
currently within their ranks and to imple-
ment preventive, protective and disci-
plinary measures related to the recruit-
ment and use of children.3 

This document makes an inventory  
of existing literature, and builds on the 
experience of some people who partici-
pated in the process of separation and 
reintegration of children (parts 1–8).  
The final part (9) reflects and constructs 
lessons learned and recommendations 
based on interviews and participatory 
meetings with key actors in this same 
process.

Introduction2
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3 Context of the armed conflict in Colombia

Colombia has suffered a recognized 
internal armed conflict since 1958. This 
conflict originated as a peasants’ revolt 
against inequalities and limited access  
to and rights to own land. This claim 
stands to this day, but with different 
additional elements that degraded the 
confrontation and the conflict, blurring  
the root causes. Drug trafficking and 
illegal economies have merged with the 
fight for the control of the territory and 
the social, cultural and political activities.

The territories most severely affected  
by the armed conflict include indigenous, 
African descendent, and rural populations 
that have historically been on the periph-
ery of economic, social and educational 
development. These are areas rich and 
diverse in natural resources, which has 
made them the scenario of armed conflict 
for the control of the products and popu-
lations. These areas are hard to reach due 
to the natural geography, which makes 
them more attractive to armed actors who 
use them as land/maritime boundary 
– crucial for the movement of troops, 
weapons, and war inputs. The financing of 
the war through illegal economies (drug 
trafficking, illegal mining, contraband, 
among others) serves a dual function of 
obtaining the resources and controlling 
the territories and the social dynamics. 
This dual function is also enabled by the 
high level of corruption (According to 
Transparency International, Colombia 

ranks fifth in corruption among 180  
countries evaluated)4 that exists, and is 
more clearly evident in the most affected 
territories, also allowing the use of public 
resources for private benefits.

Decades of armed conflict have left  
thousands of victims who are waiting to  
be heard, assisted and repaired in order  
to start a real process of non-repetition.

Colombia has gone through several 
negotiation processes, with guerrilla 
organizations such as the M-19 movement, 
Quintin Lame, Popular Liberation Army 
-EPL, as well as with paramilitary organi-
zations of the so-called United Self- 
Defense Forces of Colombia from 2003 to 
2006 and the latest negotiation with the 
oldest and strongest guerrilla, FARC–EP. 
However, different armed groups are still 
active, such as the guerrilla organizations 
National Liberation Army (ELN), a dissi-
dence from the EPL, dissidents from the 
FARC–EP, the paramilitary group the  
Gulf Clan, and other armed actors related 
to criminal activities that strongly affect 
civilian populations, especially children 
and young people in ways that will be 
explained later in this document.

Though the structural causes that gener-
ated these different negotiation processes 
remained the same, the negotiation  
processes did contribute fundamental 
elements for present-day Colombia, 

4  https://www.asuntoslegales.com.co/actualidad/colombia-es-el-quinto-pais-mas-corrupto-en-la-latinoamerica-de-acu-
erdo-con-informe-2955845

https://www.asuntoslegales.com.co/actualidad/colombia-es-el-quinto-pais-mas-corrupto-en-la-latinoamerica-de-acuerdo-con-informe-2955845
https://www.asuntoslegales.com.co/actualidad/colombia-es-el-quinto-pais-mas-corrupto-en-la-latinoamerica-de-acuerdo-con-informe-2955845
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especially the 1991 constitution that today 
governs Colombia, and opened political, 
social and cultural paths for the recogni-
tion of population diversity and social 
participation.

After having advanced through dialogue 
and agreeing on an agenda for negotiation 
with the ELN, the government suspended 
the process in January 2019. At the time  
of writing this document, there is still hope 
that the conditions required by the parties 
to resume talks will be fulfilled, and that 
they can move forward on humanitarian 
issues to alleviate the impact on civilian 
population.

The peace process between the Colombian 
State and the FARC–EP (negotiations 
launched confidentially in 2012 and that 
culminated in December 2016 with the 
support of the governments of Cuba, 
Norway, Venezuela and Chile) achieved 
some fundamental points beyond the 
process of demobilization, disarmament 
and reintegration. These include a bilateral 
ceasefire, the separation of children from 
the ranks of the FARC–EP, the creation of 
the Comprehensive System of Truth, 
Justice, Reparation and Non-Repetition, 
the creation of The Common Alternative 
Revolutionary Force political party and  
the entry into politics of some of the peace 
signatories from the FARC–EP. Even so,  
the implementation of the agreements has 
had major obstacles which led, amongst 

other, to the decision of a group of former 
commanders to continue to fight to take 
control over the territories that had been 
abandoned. This has resulted in a territo-
rial dispute with other armed actors 
present in the areas and armed confronta-
tion with the Military Forces, with serious 
consequences for the civilian population.

According to the Institute for Development 
and Peace Studies (INDEPAZ),5 since the 
signing of the peace agreement in 2016 
until 15 July 2020, 971 leaders and human 
rights defenders have been assassinated. 
From January until mid-August 2020, 185 
social leaders and 36 signatories of the 
peace agreement have been assassinated. 
The numbers of internal displacement and 
restrictions on movement are shocking, 
leaving civilian populations with few 
options to decide upon their lives. Accord-
ing to the United Nations Office for the 
Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs 
(OCHA), in the first three months of 2020, 
more than 10,000 people were displaced.

Although the impact has been strongly 
felt by the civilian population, it has not 
been an obstacle for advancing their 
claims and demands to the state and the 
armed actors regarding the respect for 
human rights and compliance with Inter-
national Humanitarian Law (IHL). There  
are many formulations and organizational 
forms from the territories that encourage 
new possibilities of rebuilding the social 

5  http://www.indepaz.org.co/paz-al-liderazgo-social

3 Context of the armed conflict in Colombia

http://www.indepaz.org.co/lideres/
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3 Context of the armed conflict in Colombia

and community fabric in order to reach a 
stable and lasting peace. An example of 
this is the participation of social organiza-
tions in the process of separating children 
from FARC–EP ranks in light of an agree-
ment with the Colombian State (in point 
3.2.2.5 referring to the “reincorporation for 
minors who have left the FARC–EP camps” 
and in accordance with joint statement  
No. 70 of May 15, 2016). The role of social 
organizations was fundamental both in 

constructing the proposal, the direct 
accompaniment within the separation 
process and as observers of the process, 
guaranteeing the balance and transparency 
of the actions and also as an emotional 
support for children. Their contribution 
from their experience in the rural areas 
where the majority of minors were from, 
brought a cultural and ethnic perspective 
to their safe return and a dignified welcome 
to the new life.
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Political and legal 
framework – Children 
and armed conflict

4
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The participation of children in armed 
conflicts is not a new phenomenon in the 
history of humanity, but the way society 
views, regulates, judges and sanctions  
it is new. The causes or reasons for the 
participation of minors in armed conflicts 
are varied and depend on each context, 
but all of them have as a backdrop eco-
nomic reasons, the lack of opportunities, 
structural violence, choice, among others. 
Even so, humanity recognizes that children 
are especially vulnerable in situations  
of armed conflict and their involvement  
or use is a severe violation to their funda-
mental rights and can have a significant 
impact on their development.

As a universal consensus, and with two 
antecedents: the Geneva Declaration of 
1924 and the Universal Declaration of 
Children’s Rights in 1959, through the 
International Convention on the Rights of 
the Child promulgated in 1989, the states 
agreed in the necessity and priority to  
recognize children as legal subjects, which 
means a recognition of their capacities  
as people in development, who are part  
of a family and a community, and who  
can decide on the things that affect them 
according to the stage of development in 
which they are. This change of paradigm  
in the way that society and states relate  
to children changed towards a doctrine  
of integral protection that allowed us to 
overcome the welfare perspective and 
advance to the idea of citizens.

This step, although significant, is comple-
mented by other international regulations 
that were striving every day to be more 
guaranteed and protective of children, 
especially as a consequence of interna-
tional and non-international armed  
conflicts and beyond advocating for the 
proportion of all the aid and care that  
they need, referring to the prohibition  
of recruitment and use by armed forces  
or armed groups. For the first time, the 
Geneva Conventions and the Additional 
Protocols to the Geneva Conventions of 
1977, explicitly prohibited the recruitment 
and the participation of children under 15 
years in armed conflicts. To advance the 
protection of children in the context of 
armed conflicts and strengthen the imple-
mentation of the Convention by govern-
ments, the Optional Protocol to the  
Convention on the Rights of the Child on 
the Involvement of children in armed 
conflict was approved in 2000 and en-
tered into force in 2002, to specifically 
protect children against recruitment and 
use in hostilities. It is not only a call to the 
states and their armed forces, but also 
their obligation to protect and prevent that 
other armed actors recruit or use them in 
hostilities. 

Political and legal framework – Children and armed conflict4
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Some of the provisions include:

• Do not recruit children under the age  
of 18 to take direct part in hostilities.

• Take all the possible measures to  
prevent the mentioned recruitment,  
including legislation to prohibit and 
criminalize the recruitment of children 
under 18 years of age and their  
participation in hostilities.

• Demobilize minors that are recruited  
or used in hostilities under the age  
of 18 years, and provide all appropriate 
assistance for their physical and psy-
chological recovery and their social 
reintegration.

Armed groups that are distinct from the 
armed forces of a state, should not, under 
any circumstances, recruit or use in hostil-
ities persons under the age of 18 years.  
In 2005, through resolution 1612 of the 
Secretary General, the United Nations 
Security Council established a working 
group on Children and Armed conflict, and 
a Monitoring and Reporting Mechanism 
(MRM) to monitor, document and report 
abuse. This mechanism presents the  
annual report of the Secretary General to 
the Security Council and attached a list  
of violators, parties of a conflict – State 
and non-state armed actors, who commit 
at least one of six grave violations against 
children:

• Killing or maiming of children
• Recruiting or use of children  

in armed forces and armed groups
• Attacks against schools or hospitals
• Rape and other forms of sexual violence 

against children
• Abduction of children
• Denial of humanitarian access  

to children

To put an end to these serious violations, 
Security Council resolution 1612,6 strongly 
condemns the recruitment and use of child 
soldiers by parties to armed conflict in 
violation of international obligations 
applicable to them and all other violations 
and abuses committed against children in 
situations of armed conflict. It also calls  
on parties involved in a conflict to develop 
and implement action plans, without 
further delay, in close collaboration with 
UN country teams and relevant agencies 
liked UNICEF, with a special emphasis on 
the states’ responsibility for the protection 
and well-being of children affected by  
an armed conflict. In addition to this, 
international treaties, IHL and the body  
of customary international law that is 
binding on all parties to an international 
or non-international conflict, call on 
parties to protect human dignity, limit  
the negative effects caused by armed 
conflicts, and to identify and protect 
particularly vulnerable civilian groups, 
such as children. 

6  https://www.acnur.org/fileadmin/Documentos/BDL/2005/3635.pdf

Political and legal framework – Children and armed conflict4

https://www.acnur.org/fileadmin/Documentos/BDL/2005/3635.pdf
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The Colombian State has accepted these 
international regulations on the protection 
of children. These regulations (agreements 
and treaties) have been recognized and 
included in the national constitution  
and have national legislation for their 
compliance.

At the same time, at its seventh confer-
ence in 1982, the FARC–EP adopted the 
decision to recruit men and women from 
15 to 30 years of age.7 Although this was 
stipulated, the Special Jurisdiction for 
Peace has called 14 former commanders 
 to voluntarily confess to the recruitment 
of persons under 18 years of age. Likewise, 
the ELN’s ‘code of war’ prohibits the incor-
poration of minors under 15 years of age 
to the permanent military force, but not 
that they are integrated in other revolu-
tionary activities other than participation 
in hostilities.8 

7  https://verdadabierta.com/las-conferencias-de-la-expansion-1982-1993 and https://www.eltiempo.com/justicia/
jep-colombia/las-investigaciones-en-la-jep-sobre-reclutamiento-de-ninos-por-parte-de-las-farc-432252
8  http://theirwords.org/media/transfer/doc/co_eln_1995_01-89ff189bf16014583e81e00a88cd03d6.pdf

Political and legal framework – Children and armed conflict4

https://verdadabierta.com/las-conferencias-de-la-expansion-1982-1993
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Impacts of the  
Colombian armed  
conflict on children
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Impacts of the Colombian armed conflict on children5

In an armed conflict of more than 50 
years, the impact for the civilian popula-
tion is huge, disproportionate and in the 
majority of cases, intangible. Much of the 
impact is inherited from generation to 
generation, resulting in a false idea of 
the normalization of violence. The largely 
invisible impact and damage has become 
part of the daily life for victims, families, 
organizations and communities. 

Even with the achievement of the peace 
agreement between the FARC–EP guerrilla 
and the Colombian state, other armed 
actors persist9 and control territory,  
challenging the efforts to resolve the 
armed conflict and end its impact on 
civilians. Human rights and humanitarian 
law violations persist. According to the 
Unit for Comprehensive Attention and 
Reparation to Victims (also ‘Victims Unit’), 
since January 1, 1985, 9,014,766 people 
have been victims, of which 2,266,917  
are children.10 

During this time, children and adolescents 
have been the victims of various violations, 
such as forced displacement, threats, 
murder, forced recruitment, sexual violence, 
armed attack, attacks on education, and 
denial of humanitarian assistance.  
Children and adolescents have been 
injured, mutilated or killed as a result  
of anti-personnel (AP) mines and unex-
ploded ordnance (UXO). Out of the total 
number of 11,935 registered victims of  
AP mines and UXO by the Colombian 

government between 1990 and Septem-
ber 2020, 90% are adults. However, of  
the civilian victims (approximately 40%), 
20% are boys and 6% are girls.11 From 
1990 to March 2015, 1,125 victims were 
minors, of which 248 were girls and 869 
were boys.12 They have also been involved 
through civil-military campaigns where 
their participation puts them at higher risk  
in front of the opposing armed actors.

Most of the children who are victims of  
the armed conflict live in rural areas,  
with lower standards of living and limited 
access to basic services. In these zones,  
the absence of the state has allowed 
armed actors to establish their authority, 
leaving the civilian population in the  
midst of the armed confrontation and the 
struggle for territory. For them, the impact  
and the damage has been bigger. The 
persistent demands of the civilian popula-
tion have been the protection of their 
rights, access to justice and reparation.

The impacts on the civilian population are 
complex and diverse in their nature and 
scale. The personal, family and community 
life has been altered, negatively affecting 
the collective development of society. The 
impact depends on the historical moment, 
the geographical location, the armed actor 
and its purposes, among others. But they 
have fundamentally affected the most 
vulnerable people: women, children and 
adolescents.

  9  According to the ICRC, the State is facing at least 5 armed conflicts and other conflicts between armed groups persist:  
ELN, EPL, The Gaitanista Self-Defense Forces of Colombia, the former structures of the Eastern bloc of the FARC–EP and the 
Organized Armed Groups. https://www.icrc.org/es/document/cinco-conflictos-armados-en-colombia-que-esta-pasando
10  https://www.unidadvictimas.gov.co/es/registro-unico-de-victimas-ruv/37394
11   http://www.accioncontraminas.gov.co/Estadisticas/Paginas/Estadisticas-de-Victimas.aspx
12  http://www.scielo.org.co/pdf/just/n33/0124-7441-just-33-00224.pdf 

https://www.icrc.org/es/document/cinco-conflictos-armados-en-colombia-que-esta-pasando
https://www.unidadvictimas.gov.co/es/registro-unico-de-victimas-ruv/37394
http://www.accioncontraminas.gov.co/Estadisticas/Paginas/Estadisticas-de-Victimas.aspx
http://www.scielo.org.co/pdf/just/n33/0124-7441-just-33-00224.pdf
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According to the Unit for the Victims, 25.2% 
of the total victim population is under  
18 years old.13 Despite the fact that the 
Colombian constitution establishes and 
recognizes children and adolescents’  
rights as human rights and the principle  
of the best interest of the child as a tool 
that guides decision-making, children have 
been a very vulnerable and victimized 
population in the Colombian conflict. They 
have been direct and indirect victims of a 
fratricidal war degraded by its length and 
by the different methods used to conduct it. 
A war that has been fought without reserve 
to make use of children’s bodies, courage, 
innocence, and precarious economic and 
social conditions in which they live.

As indirect victims, children and adolescents 
have witnessed acts of great cruelty against 
their parents, family and community. They 
have witnessed the murder of their parents, 
massacres and targeted killings of leaders. 
The territories affected by the conflict lack 
infrastructure and conditions to adequately 
offer health care, education, drinking water, 
and roads. Alongside their families, they 
have been uprooted and forced to leave 
their homes in interminable displacement, 
where they face new ways of being victim-
ized and subjected to humiliation, loss of 
identity, and economic hardship. 

As direct victims, they have been subjected 
to stigmatization and persecution for being 
young people in rural areas and in conflict 
zones. They are also accused of being part 
of some armed organization, putting them 

and their families at permanent risk. On 
many occasions they have to escape to 
protect their lives – losing their education, 
family and the community relationships 
and life projects they were building. Others 
were victim of extrajudicial executions 
accused of being guerrillas – a crime that 
has involved state agents. Those who stay 
at home can choose to resist the armed 
conflict by linking up with social, youth or 
cultural organizations, to propose alterna-
tives from the perspective of the coopera-
tion and construction of society. This does 
not mean that risk decreases, on the con-
trary, civil resistance to armed actors has 
become a high-risk activity. Others that 
remain in their home territory have been 
used as spies and couriers, or succumb due 
to economic, social and/or family vulnera-
bility to pressure from the armed actors 
and the attractiveness of the cause, the 
weapons or the benefits that they believe 
will obtain and end up linked to the armed 
group. 

In Colombia, the recruitment of persons 
under 18 years of age in any armed force is 
prohibited, but the condition as victim will 
only be recognized for “the boys, girls and 
adolescents who were forcibly recruited as 
long as their separation from the armed 
group outside the law is made before they 
reach the legal age.” 14 

According to the figures managed by the 
Victims Unit, 8,624 children and adoles-
cents are reported as victims of links to 
armed groups – 54.6% of them were  

13  Ibid.
14  https://www.unidadvictimas.gov.co/es/enfoques-diferenciales/8090-ninos-ninas-y-adolescentes-han-sido-victi-
mas-de-reclutamiento-ilegal
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between 13 and 16 years old at the time of 
the events and 67.5% are male.15 Likewise, 
the registry shows that the main recruiters 
have been the guerrillas.16

 
Even though an armed conflict affects all 
those involved in it, either directly or indi-
rectly, the impact on the children is far 
more devastating than on any other popu-
lation. It is common for a child to live more 
than one victimizing event and that they to 
lack the physical and emotional skills to 
cope in the same way as an adult with these 
accumulated impacts. Damages generated 
by the armed conflict affect their trust in 
the environment – the authorities and 
adults who are supposed to protect them 
and who are the basis for their physical and 
emotional development, as well as the basis 
for the construction of their future relation-
ships as a subject and a citizen.

Participating in armed conflicts makes it 
impossible for the children to carry out 
age-appropriate activities like the socializa-
tion with peers, learning and involvement  
in the social and cultural practices that are 
acquired, strengthened and rebuilt through 
social and community life. Likewise, when 
separated from family, children lose a 
fundamental bond, and the social and 
protective legacy of their elders that pro-
vides them a sense of identity and roots. It 
also makes it impossible for them to receive, 
as a fundamental right, the education they 
require according to their age, to participate 
in the school’s educational and social con-
text with guarantees for the protection and 
respect for the infrastructure, teachers and 
administrative staff, in order to avoid school 

dropout and thus guarantee an adult life  
in conditions of equality for their political, 
civic and labor participation.

The children in the ranks are also exposed 
to serious consequences for their physical 
health – injury, mutilation, punishment and 
torture. Emotionally, they experience 
episodes of fear and mistrust. The war 
context often surpasses their capacity to 
understand and assess their own emotions, 
remaining anchored in feelings of revenge, 
frustration, and hopelessness. All of this 
prevents them from fully developing their 
physical and emotional health.

The recruitment, use, and involvement of 
children in the Colombian armed conflict 
has been a constant and historical practice. 
Despite national and international regula-
tions regarding the age of involvement in 
hostilities, legal and illegal armed actors 
often do not recognize them, arguing the 
voluntariness of children and teenagers and 
the precarious situations they live in. While 
those reasons are not false, given the 
serious impact on the physical, social and 
emotional development for children, they 
are inappropriate. 

The discrepancy between voluntary or 
non-voluntary recruitment does not  
eliminate the negative impact of the 
participation of children in armed  
conflict, and the irreparable negative 
consequences on their development in 
the future. Voluntariness should not only 
be considered at the time of admission, 
but for all decisions that have to do with 
their life and development.

15   https://www.unidadvictimas.gov.co/es/enfoques-diferenciales/en-colombia-se-encuentran-registradas-8624-victi-
mas-por-la-vinculacion-de
16   Ibid.
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Impacts of the recruitment of children on communities6

In addition to the impact of recruitment on 
the lives of children, the communities to 
which they belong are also affected. Many 
families have resorted to displacement to 
prevent their children from being linked to 
an armed group. This does not spare them 
from being linked to other armed actors in 
the places they relocate to, which are most 
often on the periphery of urban areas and 
host another dynamic of poverty, exclu-
sion, state abandonment and social and 
intra-communal violence - to which they 
cannot be indifferent and into which they 
fall more easily due to their condition of 
vulnerability.

The displacement of families weakens 
the social and community fabric, and 
fractures bonds that have been built for 
generations and that are fundamental 
for the continuity of culture, especially 
for ethnic communities. Most of the time, 
it is the elderly (grandparents) that stay  
in their home territory, yet they cannot 
transmit their knowledge to younger 
generations that have left.

Communities that coexist with armed 
actors lose their autonomy, as it is  
weapons that impose rules and norms. 
Communities have been forced to accept 
social norms related to sleep schedules, 
clothing, receiving talks by an armed actor  
and participating in civil-military actions, 
among others. In this framework, many 

communities have been stigmatized for 
being perceived to aid or collaborate with 
a particular armed actor – making them 
victims of massacres and reprisal attacks, 
such as the razing of towns, mass dis-
placement, and assassinations of their 
social, political and/or religious leaders. 
This situation is also related to the cases 
of recruitment of children and teenagers, 
which marks their history, breaks the 
social fabrics, and generates mistrust  
and fear. Faced with this circumstance 
and beyond the risk that this entails,  
the communities have not stood still and 
have generated different mechanisms of 
resistance to the recruitment of children. 
Actions such as those carried out by 
indigenous authorities to “rescue” children 
or actions to strengthen their participation 
in the community structures of young 
Afro-Colombian and peasant women  
or the rescue and protection of ancestral 
cultural practices are some examples  
of this.

Civilian communities, particularly indige-
nous and Afro-Colombian, have been the 
most affected by the armed conflict, in 
addition to the children – many of whom 
have ended up enlarging the ranks of an 
armed actor. In the last census carried out 
in Colombia (2018), there were 1,905,617 
people who self-recognize as an indige-
nous population, representing 3.9% of the 
total Colombian population, out of which 
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33.8% are children between 0 and 14  
years old. The recruitment of children  
and teenagers has a greater impact on 
said population, since, as stated by the 
Constitutional Court,17 their fundamental 
rights have been violated in a “critical, 
alarming and urgent” manner as a conse-
quence of the armed conflict, which puts 
them at great risk of physical and cultural 
extermination.

In the same way, the Afro-Colombian 
population that represents 6.17% of the 
Colombian population with 2,982,224 
people,18 has been especially affected by 

the armed conflict. The recruitment of 
children became a recurrent practice on 
the part of all the armed actors. The 
territories inhabited by these communities 
have been the historical scene of armed 
confrontation, but also of poverty, exclu-
sion and state absence. The deficiencies in 
the realization of the rights of the children 
and teenagers have made them one more 
element for the war.

17  In 2009, the Constitutional Court issued Order 004 to respond to Sentence T-025/004  
18  Ibid.
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Separation and reintegration experiences7

A forced recruitment victim is a person 
that was recruited as a child and demobi-
lized before the age of 18. This information 
found in Law 1448 of 2020 is significant, 
as stated in the report of the National 
Center for Historical Memory (page 504) 
“[b]oth the moment of departure and the 
manner in which it occurs, are decisive in 
how the experience is lived and it signifies 
a milestone for each of the children and 
adolescents”, “it is decisive in the new 
positioning of children and adolescents, 
their families and, to a lesser extent, their 
communities”.

7.1  Prevention

Due to the harsh victimization panorama  
of children in Colombia, there have been 
different experiences related to the pre-
vention of the recruitment from the public 
sector as a responsible of the public policy 
from the national and international private 
sector. One of these, from the public 
sector, is the Intersectional Commission 
for the Prevention of Recruitment, Use  
and Sexual Violence against Children by 
Illegal Armed Groups and Organized 
Criminal Groups, and is intended to guide, 
coordinate, monitor and articulate the 
national and international institutional 
efforts in the field of prevention of the 
recruitment, and use of children.19 

Another preventive action, with the inter-
national support and accompaniment of 
the IOM through its government support 
initiative for “promoting the transition to 
sustainable and inclusive civilian life for 
ex-combatants and disengaged children  
to prevent further recruitment”20 One of 
the IOM lines of action refers to preven-
tion supporting the Colombian govern-
ment with the “implementation of strate-
gies for prevention of child recruitment 
and the re-recruitment of adults and 
children in areas affected by the conflict, 
including linking the services of the  
Colombian Family Welfare Institute  
(ICBF) and the Colombian Agency for 
Reintegration into Private Sector Initiatives 
in Rural and Urban Areas”. In the same 
way, IOM supports “the transition to 
civilian life, in partnership with the public 
and private sectors, supporting the efforts 
of the Colombian Government to advance 
the legal prosecution and provision of 
services to ex-combatants and disengaged 
children in rural and urban conflict areas 
in a participatory, differential and  
community-centered manner”.21 

There is another initiative for the pre- 
vention of recruitment led by civilians 
through the Coalition Against the Involve-
ment of Children and Young People in 
Armed Conflict in Colombia (COALICO). 
They bring together seven national  
non-governmental organizations that 

19  http://www.derechoshumanos.gov.co/areas/Paginas/Secretar%C3%ADa-Técnica-de-la-Comisión-Intersectorial-de-Pre-
vención-del-Reclutamiento-y-Utilización-de-NNA.aspx
20  Description of IOM’s Colombia work, previously available on https://colombia.iom.int/reintegraci%C3%B3n-y-pre-
venci%C3%B3n-del-reclutamiento-rpr
21  Ibid.

http://www.derechoshumanos.gov.co/areas/Paginas/Secretar%C3%ADa-T%C3%A9cnica-de-la-Comisi%C3%B3n-Intersectorial-de-Prevenci%C3%B3n-del-Reclutamiento-y-Utilizaci%C3%B3n-de-NNA.aspx
http://www.derechoshumanos.gov.co/areas/Paginas/Secretar%C3%ADa-T%C3%A9cnica-de-la-Comisi%C3%B3n-Intersectorial-de-Prevenci%C3%B3n-del-Reclutamiento-y-Utilizaci%C3%B3n-de-NNA.aspx
http://
http://
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work in the field of children’s rights and 
aims “to contribute from a rights-based 
approach to the effective reduction of the 
use, recruitment and involvement of 
children and young people in the armed 
conflict, through observation, prevention, 
protection and political advocacy process-
es in society, the State and the interna-
tional community.”22 

One of COALICO’s lines of work is the 
observatory for children and armed 
conflict, which aims to observe and  
monitor situations that violate children’s 
rights as a result of the armed conflict, 
and to qualify the related political  
advocacy actions of civil society concern-
ing State responsibility and response.  
COALICO performs observation and 
monitoring under the mandate and  
recommendations set out in Security 
Council Resolution 1612.23 

As well as in the above examples, there 
are many initiatives of the national and 
international order, but there are also 
many smaller initiatives that take place in 
different territories affected by the armed 
conflict led by grassroots social organiza-
tions, indigenous, Afro-Colombian and 
peasant organizations, other times by  
the churches (Catholic and Lutheran). 
These initiatives have supported the 
resistance of many children and their 
families not to join the ranks and look  

for a different way. The “Recomponer un 
camino de vuelta a casa” program could 
be an example, led by the Association of 
Indigenous Councils of Northern Cauca, 
they have given themselves the task of 
protecting their children from recruitment 
and sexual violence caused by armed 
actors in their territories. They are aware 
that these acts affect not only the lives of 
children, but also weaken the community, 
their beliefs and the organizational pro-
cess and territorial resistance that they 
live. This historic and unique process in 
Colombia is being carried out by the Nasa 
indigenous community in the north of the 
department of Cauca, an area historically 
affected by the armed conflict and where 
all the armed actors have been present, 
leaving a great deal of damage. The 
indigenous leaders have chosen to carry 
out prevention and care activities for 
children and adults who leave the ranks 
and return to their communities.

Still, the recruitment, use and association 
of children continue. Indigenous, Afro– 
Colombian and migrant populations 
continue to be the most affected. It seems 
that the programmes are insufficient. 
There is no structural change on the 
economic, political, cultural and family 
factors that generate it. Armed actors  
also need to be more aware of their  
 responsibility towards children.

22 http://coalico.org/lineas-de-trabajo
23  https://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=S/RES/1612%20(2005)&Lang=S&Area=UNDOC
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7.2  Separation and support

The ways in which children generally 
abandon the conflict are:

•  Voluntarily, either because they flee  
or due to some circumstance that  
facilitates their departure. They are 
generally frustrated because the  
promises made to them are not fulfilled 
or they are unable to adapt to their  
new situation in the ranks. This way of 
leaving can be considered by the armed 
actor as treason and puts their lives  
and their families at high risk.

•  Involuntarily by capture, which means 
that on many occasions, they may be 
injured and subsequently pressured  
to give information and/or subjected  
to treatment as an adult, such as depri-
vation of liberty or detention.

•  Within the framework of collective 
negotiation processes between the 
government and the armed group, 
which reduces the risk as it’s within  
a legal framework, but can bring  
consequences such as threats, re- 
recruitment, murder, displacement, etc.

Whatever the form of separation, none 
guarantees complete security for the 
children. Particularly in a context like 
Colombia, the killing and intimidation of 
those involved in the peace agreement, 
and their families, has not stopped after 
the process of demobilization and reinte-
gration. Often, children must return to the 
place where their recruitment took place, 
and where the conditions that originally 
led them to join the ranks have not 
changed – contexts marked by poverty, 
state absence, insecurity, and where more 
than one armed group may be present 
– leading them to live in a situation of 
greater vulnerability and risk to their lives.

In terms of the state’s offer to care for 
children who are no longer part of the 
ranks (taking into account the wide range 
of national and international legislation,  
in the context of the shared responsibility 
of the family, society and the state),  
they have designed and implemented  
the Specialized Care Programme for the 
Restoration of Rights to Children, girls  
and adolescents who are victims of illicit 
recruitment. The programme aims to 
provide comprehensive protection, restore 
rights and contribute to comprehensive 
reparation.24

24  https://www.icbf.gov.co/programas-y-estrategias/proteccion/programas-especializados-y-otras-estrategias/victimas-del
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25  https://www.icbf.gov.co/sites/default/files/procesos/lm12.p_lineamiento_tecnico_programa_atencion_especializada_a_
ninos_ninas_y_adolescentes_victimas_de_reclutamiento_ilicito_desvinculados_v1.pdf

According to the Colombian Family Welfare Institute (ICBF), the specialized care program 
has four modalities:25 

MODALITY DESCRIPTION TARGET GROUP

“Hogar 
gestor”

A process to support and strengthen 
the family through psychosocial  
care sessions with children and ado-
lescents whose rights have been vio-
lated as well as those of their families.

Children aged 0 to 18, whose 
rights are not respected, are 
threatened or violated, or are 
victims of armed conflict.

“Hogar 
sustituto”

Temporary protection measure.  
It consists of the placement of the 
child in a host family, to provide  
the necessary care and attention  
in place of the child’s own family.  
This support is provided by families 
from the community, who volunteer 
to temporarily take in an underage 
person who is unprotected, to provide 
them with affection, security and  
all the necessary care for their  
development.

Children under the age of 15.  
Adolescents over the age of 15  
and under the age of 18, with  
a stay of less than one month  
in the armed group. Children  
belonging to indigenous peoples 
may be placed in a home belong-
ing to the same ethnic group.

“Casa de 
acogida”

An institutional type of care, that im-
plements phase 1 of the “identification, 
diagnosis and reception” care process, 
for adolescents over 15 and under 18 
years of age who are victims of illicit 
recruitment and who have separated 
themselves from “organized armed 
groups operating outside the law”.

Adolescents over 15 years of  
age with a stay of more than  
one month with an armed group.

“Casa de  
protección”

A form of care that continues to 
restore the rights and provide com-
prehensive reparation to adolescents 
who complete the first phase of the 
specialized programme, and who  
do not have a family and/or network 
to provide support, or who are not 
guarantors of rights, and/or reports 
risk factors for adolescent protection.

Adolescents over 15 years of age, 
who received the first phase of 
care, and who must be placed in 
this additional service according  
to an assessment and diagnosis.

Separation and reintegration experiences7

https://www.icbf.gov.co/sites/default/files/procesos/lm12.p_lineamiento_tecnico_programa_atencion_es
https://www.icbf.gov.co/sites/default/files/procesos/lm12.p_lineamiento_tecnico_programa_atencion_es


Shared Learning: The Separation and Reintegration of Children from the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia 29

While this program prioritizes the return  
of children to their homes, it is not always 
possible. Family and environmental  
conditions may continue to endanger their 
lives and integrity. In some situations, the 
conditions that forced a child to participate 
in the armed conflict have not changed, 
and either they do not want to return to 
their family, or their family does not want 
or cannot take them in.

Additionally, the programme aims to 
respond to the various forms of harm  
and impact that life in the ranks has on 
children, by taking different views and 
recognizing the particular historical,  
cultural, and family context. While not  
all children who leave the ranks of an 
armed actor pass through the national 
institutions, which means that under- 
registration may be high, the number  
of persons cared for reported by the  
program reports is significant and can  
give an indication of what is happening  
in reality. The ICBF indicates that between 
1999 and July 2019, 6,715 children were 
cared for, of which 70% are men and 30% 
are women.26 

Once the peace agreement between  
the Colombian State and the FARC–EP 
guerrillas was signed, it was hoped that 
the “phenomenon” of recruitment would 

decrease significantly. Because of the  
very dynamic of the post-demobilization 
violence, the reconfiguration of the armed 
actors, and the struggle for territorial 
control, meant an increase in the recruit-
ment, use, and association of children. 
According to the ombudsman’s office, 
between 2017 and 2019, 108 early warn-
ings of the risk of recruitment were issued 
in 182 municipalities. The ICBF reported 
that in the course of 2020, 35 children 
separated from armed groups have been 
cared for.

According to the COALICO, in a report 
published in the newsletter Colombia – 
2020,27 the COVID-19 pandemic and 
home quarantine in 2020 led to a  
significant 113 per cent increase in the 
level of vulnerability of children in rural  
areas and the presence of armed actors 
compared with the same period in 2019.  
Only between January and May 2020,  
128 children were recruited.

For the programme it is an institutional 
challenge in the middle of the state  
absence, in the most conflict-affected 
territories, to respond to the demands  
for prevention, support, the restoration  
of rights and the integral reparation  
of children.

26  https://www.icbf.gov.co/programas-y-estrategias/proteccion/programas-especializados-y-otras-estrategias/victimas-del
27  https://www.elespectador.com/colombia2020/pais/falta-de-clases-aumento-el-reclutamiento-forzado-en-colom-
bia-articulo-919732 
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Children in armed conflict
Reported armed  
conflict events

133

Reported armed 
conflict event

76

Victims 
(children/teenagers)

7.142

Armed conflict events
Valle de Cauca

Antioquia
Cauca
Chocó

Nariño
N. de Santander

Arauca
Bolívar

Córdoba
Amazonas

Caquetá
Caldas

Cundinamarca
Meta

Nacional
Risaralda

Sucre
Tolima

Vaupés

Incidents

Total

76

15
13

11
10

7
4

2
2
2

1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1

1 – 2
3 – 4
5 – 10
11 – 14
15

Type of events
Attack or occupation of schools, hospitals  
or other civilian objects

Blocking of supplies and basic services

Forced displacement and refuge

Association and recruitement of children

Use of children

Violations or infractions of right to sexual freedom

Violations or infractions against right to life  
and personal integrity

13 4.811

3 460

19 1.488

20 128

7 200

2 41

12 14

N° of events Estimated number of affected children
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Once children reach the legal age,  
they become part of the programmes 
established by the Colombian Agency  
for Reincorporation and Normalization. 
Services are offered for six years and 
provide various support options for their 
return to civilian life and the restitution  
of their rights, including participation  
in productive projects, school, vocational 
training, and psychosocial support. In 
exchange, participants commit to not 
return to arms, participate in at least 90% 
of the program activities and carry out 80 
hours of “social service actions”. 

In light of the peace agreement process, 
the issue of the separation of children  
has been handled differently. Both the 
negotiation processes of the 90s with the 
guerrillas of the M-19, Quintín Lame, EPL, 
Corriente de Renovación Socialista as  
the one carried out with the United 
Self-Defense Forces of Colombia between 
2003 and 2006 with the government of 
Álvaro Uribe, did not take the children in 
consideration neither their particular 
necessities nor the restitution of their 
rights, which resulted in the children 
becoming absolutely invisible. In spite of 
the different calls for attention from the 
international and national organizations 
and the control instances like the Office of 
the Ombudsman and Attorney General’s 
Office, no special route was built for them 
and nor was the issue of benefits consid-
ered as the demobilized adults had. For 
example, despite the acknowledgement 

made by the paramilitary leader Salvatore 
Mancuso about the recruitment of children, 
and besides the 150 cases documented  
by the Court of Justice and Peace, there 
has not been a single conviction for this 
crime. The majority of children who were 
in the armed ranks did not have IDs and 
many of them simply returned to their 
homes or continued their lives with what 
they had.

7.3  Peace agreement and  
the separation of children 

Based on lessons learned from previous 
peace processes, but above all, the inevi-
table need to recognize the impact and 
overwhelming consequence that armed 
conflict has on children, their families and 
their communities, as well as due to strong 
pressure from civil society and the child 
rights based international and national 
organizations, the state and FARC–EP 
decided to prioritize the best interests  
of the children before signing the final 
agreement. The parties agreed, within  
the framework of the negotiation and  
as a confidence-building measure, “the  
demobilization of children under 15 years 
of age from the FARC–EP camps and 
commitment to develop a roadmap for  
the separation of all other minors and a 
special comprehensive programme for 
their care” in a process that guarantees the 
economic, social, cultural, civil and citizen 
rights of children.28 

28  Communiqué No. 70 - Havana - Cuba, May 15, 2016 
http://es.presidencia.gov.co/noticia/160515-Comunicado-Conjunto-No-70
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This agreement was supported by guiding 
principles that ensure the protection of 
children:

a) Best interests of the child 
b) Recognition of rights
c) Recognition of citizens’ rights 
  to minors and their right to participate
  in decisions that affect them
d) Recognition of their condition 
  as victims of armed conflict 
e) Respect for the dignity and privacy 
  of minors
f) Guarantees for the integral protection 
  of the minors, including security 
  guarantees.
g) Minors’ participation in the execution 
  of the program designed for their  

 attention and respect for their point 
  of view
h) Prioritization of reintegration in their
  own families and communities, or in
  culturally similar communities as far 
  as possible and in the shortest time  

 possible, always taking care of 
  principles a) and c)
i)  Differential focus of gender, ethnicity,  

 and age with special attention to the  
 rights of girls

j)  Humanitarian character of 
  confidence-building arrangements

In addition to these guiding principles, the 
parties defined the legal treatment that 
they would give to children considering 

them victims of the armed conflict and 
having special juridical consideration with 
the ones who were already in the course of 
a legal sanction for their participation or 
for committed crimes in light of the armed 
conflict, likewise, any action in front of the 
authorities would be carried out through 
the representation of a lawyer.

Among the most relevant commitments 
acquired by the parties in the release  
No. 70 were:

By the FARC–EP:
• To continue accomplishing their decision 

to end the recruitment of persons under 
18 years of age (decision made by the 
FARC–EP Command in February 2016)

• The provision of information on minors 
under 15 years of age, the exit from  
the camps, and the guarantee of the 
progressive separation of all minors

• All the guerrilla units would be  
informed of the decisions taken and  
the procedures to follow.

By the government:
• To set up the technical working group 

for the construction of both the protocol 
for the exit from the camps and the 
transitional reception plan, in the same 
way as the construction of the special 
comprehensive program for all minors, 
which was finally called the “Differential 
Life Program”.

Separation and reintegration experiences7
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29  http://coalico.org
30  http://anzorc.com
31  https://comunidadesconpaz.wordpress.com/quienes-somos

This process and by decision of the par-
ties, was accompanied by UNICEF, IOM, 
the Office of the Special Representative of 
the United Nations Secretary-General for 
Children and Armed Conflict, the Carter 
Center, Geneva Call, ICRC, COALIC29 and 
two grassroots social organizations, the 
National Association of Peasant Reserve 
Zones (ANZORC)30 and the organization 
Communities Building Peace from the 
Territories (CONPAZ).31 Each of them had  
a different role, but fundamentally, the 
parties requested them to provide the 
technical inputs for the construction of  
the roadmap and the specialized program, 
as well as to serve as companions and 
monitors of the fulfillment of the commit-
ments and the development of the actions 
based on the guarantee of the rights of 
the children who would be separated.

Finally, because of the use of all the 
constructed protocols and with consider-
ation for their security and protection,  

124 children and adolescents left the ranks 
of the FARC–EP, of which 50 were men 
and 74 women. 

This process was not free of difficulties 
and observations. For example, the uncer-
tainty concerning the final number of 
children that FARC–EP accepted to have  
in their ranks and who finally left. In the 
same way, difficulties persisted in effec-
tively guaranteeing security for those  
who wanted to return to their families. 
Even so, the final picture is encouraging 
– they were able to continue with their life  
projects, some returning to their families, 
others staying in the different ICBF pro-
grams until they reached the legal age 
and then they started their own project. 
Opportunities for studying and vocational 
training were made available, as well as 
the support provided by social organiza-
tions, in order to ensure compliance with 
what was agreed by the parties.
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Children, transitional  
justice and peace- 
building
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Children, transitional justice and peacebuilding8

Colombia has entered an unprecedented 
process as a result of the negotiation and 
signing of the peace agreement with the 
FARC–EP in November 2016. In order to 
recognize the victims of armed conflict, 
their suffering, and their rights, the  
Integral System of Truth, Justice, Repara-
tion and Non-Repetition was established, 
which includes three fundamental instances:

• The Truth, Coexistence and  
Non-Repetition Commission;

• The Unit for the Search for Persons 
Presumed Disappeared in the Context 
and by Reason of the Armed Conflict 
and

• The Special Jurisdiction for Peace – SJP.

SJP is the component of Transitional 
Justice understood as “a set of measures 
that different countries have used to solve 
the serious violations of human rights,  
war crimes and crimes against humanity 
committed in an armed conflict. In these 
contexts, a temporary mechanism is 
necessary to make the person responsible 
effectively held accountable for their 
actions and guarantee the victims the  
right to truth, justice, reparation and 
non-repetition. The SJP puts the victims  
at the center, listens to their stories about 
the damage suffered and recognizes their 
rights”32 and “has the function of adminis-
tering justice and learning about the 
crimes committed in the light of the  
armed conflict that were committed  
before 1 December 2016”.33 

SJP’s creation and mandate attempt to 
satisfy the victims’ rights to justice, to  
offer them the truth and to contribute to 
their reparation.34 It observes in detail the 
most serious and representative crimes 
that happened in this phase of the armed 
conflict, committed not only by the 
ex-guerrilla of FARC–EP, but also by 
members of the public force, other agents 
of the State and civilian third parties. In 
this way, it seeks to contribute to a stable 
and lasting peace.

In the case of Colombia and in particular 
for the search of those responsible, in 
order to know the truth and apply the 
corresponding justice on the recruitment 
and use of children in the Colombian 
armed conflict, the SJP opened in March 6, 
2019 the macro case 007. For this investi-
gation, the SJP embraced the big notion  
of recruitment which appears in the Cape 
Town Principles and Best Practices of  
30 April 1997, that considers children 
recruited under the name of child soldiers:

“Any person under the age of 18 who is 
part of any kind of regular or irregular 
armed force or armed group in any capac-
ity, other than being just a family member. 
This includes cooks, porters, messengers 
and those accompanying the mentioned 
groups, as well as girls recruited for 
sexual purposes. Therefore, it does not 
only refer to a child who is carrying or  
has carried weapons”.35 

32  https://www.jep.gov.co/Infografas/conozcalajep.pdf
33  https://www.jep.gov.co/JEP/Paginas/Jurisdiccion-Especial-para-la-Paz.aspx
34  Ibid.
35  https://www.jep.gov.co/Sala-de-Prensa/Paginas/JEP-abre-caso-007-sobre-reclutamiento-y-utilizacion-de-ni%C3%-
B1as-y-ni%C3%B1os-en-el-conflicto-armado.aspx

https://www.jep.gov.co/Infografas/conozcalajep.pdf
https://www.jep.gov.co/Sala-de-Prensa/Paginas/JEP-abre-caso-007-sobre-reclutamiento-y-utilizacion-de-ni%C3%B1as-y-ni%C3%B1os-en-el-conflicto-armado.aspx
https://www.jep.gov.co/Sala-de-Prensa/Paginas/JEP-abre-caso-007-sobre-reclutamiento-y-utilizacion-de-ni%C3%B1as-y-ni%C3%B1os-en-el-conflicto-armado.aspx
https://www.jep.gov.co/Sala-de-Prensa/Paginas/JEP-abre-caso-007-sobre-reclutamiento-y-utilizacion-de-ni%C3%B1as-y-ni%C3%B1os-en-el-conflicto-armado.aspx
https://www.jep.gov.co/Sala-de-Prensa/Paginas/JEP-abre-caso-007-sobre-reclutamiento-y-utilizacion-de
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This decision was taken by having differ-
ent reports as references, such as “A  
War without Age, National Report on  
the recruitment and Use of children and 
adolescents in the Colombian armed 
conflict” from the National Center for 
Historical Memory and the report  
‘Infancy transgressed: children and  
adolescents in war’, by COALICO. Also, 
 the databases of the Observatory of 
Memory and Conflict of the National 
Center for Historical Memory, the  
Information System on Affects to Indige-
nous Peoples of Colombia, the National 
Indigenous Organization of Colombia  
and the database provided by the Center 
for Indigenous Cooperation were taken  
into account.36 

Likewise, the 4,219 investigations carried 
out by the Office of the Attorney General 
about these events that were allegedly 
committed by persons from the FARC–EP, 
in which only ten convictions in the ordi-
nary justice system are found.37 Finally, 
the same acknowledgment made by 
FARC–EP when declaring 15 years of age 
as the minimum age for recruitment, even 
though it responds to IHL, is not enough  
in the light of other international laws that 
urge armed actors to set the minimum age 
at 18 years. 

The macro case 007 will cover the events 
that occurred between 1 January 1971 and 
1 December 2016, nevertheless, the SJP 
will be able to include other cases that 
have occurred in previous dates if it finds 
evidence for this. Additionally, it will 
investigate other behaviors carried out  
by armed actors that violate the rights  
of children in the context of the armed 
conflict, such as violence, sexual slavery, 
contraceptive planning and forced abor-
tions, the imposition of work incompatible 
with their condition as children, the limita-
tion of their freedom to leave the ranks, 
and the imposition of cruel, inhuman  
or degrading punishments or penalties, 
ranging from forced labor to execution.38 

Likewise, it will give special recognition  
to the cases of recruitment of children 
belonging to indigenous peoples,  
Afro-Colombians, Palenqueros, Raizales 
and Rrom people due to their vulnerability, 
the loss of their cultural identity and the 
importance of them in the survival of their 
peoples.

36  https://www.jep.gov.co/Sala-de-Prensa/Paginas/JEP-abre-caso-007-sobre-reclutamiento-y-utilizacion-de-ni%C3%-
B1as-y-ni%C3%B1os-en-el-conflicto-armado.aspx
37  https://www.jep.gov.co/Sala-de-Prensa/Paginas/JEP-abre-caso-007-sobre-reclutamiento-y-utilizacion-de-ni%C3%-
B1as-y-ni%C3%B1os-en-el-conflicto-armado.aspx
38  Ibid.
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Furthermore, the instance of the Commis-
sion for the Clarification of the Truth  
has within the points of its mandate,  
the recognition of:

“The human and social impact of the 
conflict on society, including the impact  
on economic, social, cultural and environ-
mental rights, and the different ways  
in which the conflict affected women, 
children, adolescents, youth, elders, 
people because of their religion, opinion 
or beliefs, people with disabilities,  
indigenous peoples, peasant communities, 
Afro-Colombian, black, Palenquera and 
Raizale populations, the Rrom people, the 
LGBTQ community, displaced and exiled 
people or victims of the conflict who are 
abroad, human rights defenders, trade 
unionists, journalists, farmers, ranchers, 
businessmen and businesswomen, among 
others”.39

This recognition, which names children in 
a particular way, opens a very important 
chapter for the recognition of the facts 
through today’s adults, who as children 
were affected and also their families, and 
through the hundreds of stories collected 

through time in documentaries and  
academic documents such as the report  
“A war without age” from the National 
Center for Historical Memory (a public 
national establishment), whose mission is 
to contribute to comprehensive reparation 
and the right to the truth, through the 
recovery, conservation and dissemination 
of the plural memories of the victims, as 
well as the duty of memory of the state 
and of all the perpetrators in the occasion 
with the violations that occurred in the 
context of the Colombian armed conflict, 
without the intention of revenge and in  
an atmosphere of justice, reparation and 
non-repetition.40 

It will be a great challenge to integrate  
the voices of children into the different 
systems of transitional justice. No one can 
deny the importance of their testimonies, 
their narration of the facts and the con-
struction of their truth, their inclusion in 
that great historical document and their 
perspectives on the future that opens all 
the possibilities and guarantees of social, 
political and cultural participation, for the 
true construction of a stable and lasting 
peace.

39  https://comisiondelaverdad.co/la-comision/mandato-y-funciones
40  https://centrodememoriahistorica.gov.co/contexto
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This part summarizes the reflections 
collected from those who participated or 
had a role in the process either as direct 
negotiators – in this case the Colombian 
State and the FARC–EP – or the organiza-
tions that accompanied this process in its 
two phases – the humanitarian phase 
(separation of the children and arrival at 
the reception places) and the phase of the 
restoration of their rights. This collection 
of experiences was done through direct 
interviews and virtual meetings. These 
exchanges made it possible to identify  
important learnings, achievements, as  
well as challenges and obstacles and how 
they were overcome. 

Some of these lessons and recommenda-
tions may be specific to the Colombian 
context, but others can be applied as long 
as there is a child in the midst of the 
armed conflict, as well as the will and 
understanding of the need for their pro-
tection. The hope is that they can then 
contribute to other processes in Colombia, 
Syria and in other countries with armed 
conflict. 

These recommendations are formulated 
towards the parties to the conflict or in 
negotiation on the one hand, and towards 
the implementing organizations on the 
other. The recommendations to the imple-
menting agencies are divided into two 
– those that focus on how to ensure the 
inclusion of children and those that focus 
on the participation of other actors  
(civil society, communities, the media). 

9.1  Recommendations to the parties  
to the conflict or in negotiation 

1. Recognize the humanitarian character: 
The separation of children from an 
armed actor should be considered  
as a humanitarian measure, a confi-
dence-building measure, even before 
the start of the negotiations, and a 
public declaration should be made 
regarding the will to include the issue 
in the negotiations and the political 
will to make their exit possible. 

2. Prioritize children: The demobilization 
and guarantee of the rights of children 
in the ranks must be a primary issue 
and must be addressed from the 
beginning of the negotiation. It should 
not be a last minute decision: negotia-
tions take a long time, but every day 
in war for a child is a day wasted.

3. Prioritize family and community  
solutions: Within the framework of 
negotiations, recognize and underline 
the importance of returning children 
to their families and communities as 
soon as possible, whenever family 
situations allow it.

4. Recognize the involvement and  
participation of children in the armed 
conflict: This is fundamental for them 
as victims: the recognition of the fact 
that they have the right to leave and 
start their reparation process.

Recommendations and Lessons Learned  9
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5. Accept and promote the non-politici-
zation of the issue of children:  
Differentiate the political negotiation 
from the technical and methodological 
discussion of the separation process 
for children. We must also work so 
that the issue of children is not used 
politically.

6. Recognize the key principles that are 
contained in the instruments of inter-
national law: Principles such as the 
best interest of the child and non- 
discrimination must be included in the 
documents that form the framework 
for separation and reintegration. It 
may seem obvious, but it is important 
that it is not forgotten it at the time  
of negotiating, designing and starting 
to advance in processes for separation 
and subsequent social reintegration.

7. Accept awareness-raising by special-
ized actors on the subject: It is very 
important to bring the armed organi-
zation closer to organizations that 
work for the defense of the rights  

of children in armed conflict, thus 
opening channels of communication  
to better understand the problem.

8. Recognize that children linked to an 
armed conflict are victims in legal 
terms: In addition to this, if possible,  
it is necessary to include 18-year-olds 
who joined the armed organization as 
minors and who have already reached 
18 years of age, so that they are not 
excluded from the necessary support.

9. Promote dialogue and reflection on 
the issue: An ethical dialogue should 
take place regarding the situation of 
children, a debate on why they end  
up in war, without minimizing the 
responsibility of the armed actor who 
recruits them: what is happening with 
their families, in the specific context,  
in the community, in what is society 
failing so that they end up in the war? 
When a child ends up in the war, this 
is normally not the first violation of 
their rights that they suffer.

Recommendations and Lessons Learned  9
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9.2  Recommendations  
to the implementing agencies 

Recommendations on the inclusion  
of children:

10. See children as subjects of rights: 
Consider children and adolescents as 
a key political actor in the subsequent 
peace-building process, propose a 
process of separation and subsequent 
inclusive social reintegration: these 
young people are the engine of  
reconciliation for the country.

11. Promote the participation of young 
people: The participation of young 
people, their voice and their word in 
these processes, must be taken into 
account. The expertise of organizations 
and institutions, the decisions made  
by negotiators and the scenarios of 
technical boards, do not replace it.  
It is important to give children a role  
in agreements, in negotiation and in 
implementation, so that they can say 
what they want, and how they imagine 
the processes.

12. Plan a preparatory phase that allows  
a dialogue with children: The prepara-
tory phase of the children before 
leaving the lines is essential.

13. Provide necessary information to 
children: The information of the entire 
process must reach young people 
before they leave the lines. They must 
know where they are going, for what, 
with whom, which organizations are 
participating in the process, how  
long it will last, among other aspects. 
Sharing this clear and timely informa-
tion, with common language on the 
fundamentals, can avoid possible 

desertions or non-continuity of  
children in the process.

14. Recognize and respect the desires  
of the children: The way in which  
the separation takes place must be 
accepted by the children. If they do 
not want to leave, it is necessary to 
know the reasons and establish an 
alternative exit mechanism.

15. Accept that building and generating 
trust with children is a process: The 
scenarios must be promoted so that 
they feel that they have a place and 
they are safe throughout the reinte-
gration process. It is important to take 
this into account when establishing 
work routes and deadlines: success 
lies in developing children’s trust  
with responsible adults – without this, 
the process will not be successful.

16. Build a differential plan on how  
to promote contact with families: 
Reestablishing or improving contacts 
and relationships with the family, 
depending on the case, is crucial. A 
contact plan must be built with families 
to inform them about the situation of 
their children. It is necessary to estab-
lish with children whether or not they 
want to have contact with their families 
or when they wish to do so. In some 
situations, it is necessary to give this 
process time, as it can be difficult for 
them to talk about situations of abuse 
or violence without first establishing  
a trust relationship with the person 
responsible. In particular cases (if the 
relationship is very difficult or endan-
gers the well-being and development 
of the child), extended families can be 
sought, always with the best interest  
of the child as a guide.
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17. Offer them a return to normal routines 
and activities, but with flexibility: 
Returning to everyday life can be 
challenging. Education and practicing a 
sport on a daily basis has worked very 
well. You have to remember that chil-
dren come with other customs and 
ways of doing than other children their 
age, it is necessary to recognize this 
and be flexible.

18. Offer them continuity: The same  
organization should accompany a  
child throughout the process as much 
as possible. Otherwise, the child may 
lose trust and confidence, which can 
cause further harm and stress.

19.  Recognize strengths and vulnerabilities: 
Children, even having been fighters,  
are fragile. Some may have ideological 
positions, others do not. Whatever the 
case, they need a lot of support not  
only at the time of the separation, but 
throughout their process, especially in 
“the after”, where they continue to be  
in need of support.

20. Recognize the differentiated needs of 
each child: It is essential to take into  
account the particular needs of  
children and adolescents throughout 
the process. It is also necessary to 
understand the origin – ethnic and 
geographic – of the children who are 
going to leave the ranks, the cultural 
specificities, to adapt the program  
and activities. Possible disabilities – 
physical and psychological – must  
also be considered.

21. Recognize the emotional ties with  
the organization: It is necessary to 
understand and invoice the emotional 
relationship that children may have 
with the armed organization and its 
members. Therefore, they must be 
given time and space for a process of 
mental separation from the armed 
organization and from the people who 
in many cases have been their only 
family.

22. Collect and value the lived experience 
of children: The experience of children, 
both in the reintegration process and 
within the armed organization, provides 
them with learning. These learnings  
can serve both in the construction of 
their new path, and in the adaptation  
of the program.

23. Recognize the role that children can 
play in the future in other processes:  
It is important to identify possibilities 
to promote their leadership in transfor-
mation scenarios, prevention of associ-
ation with armed actors or reintegration 
of other children that are part of other 
armed actors or in other situations of 
violence or conflict.
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Recommendations on a participatory 
demobilization and reintegration approach:

24. Prioritize family and community  
solutions: Within the framework of 
implementation, facilitate the return  
to families and communities, as soon  
as possible and whenever family 
situations allow.

25. Involve communities: It is important  
to work with communities to avoid 
stigmatization of children and, on  
the contrary, they have opportunities 
and recreational spaces in the same 
community.

26. Promote the participation of civil  
society or base organizations: The 
participation of civil society, through 
social organizations and expert organi-
zations on the subject is necessary at 
all phases of the process. In Colombia, 
civil society participation contributed  
to the understanding of multicultural 
diversity and territorial diversities. 
However, participation must be based 
on trust and be understood in the logic 
of a community that is trying to help 
and support the return of children to  
a civil life, and not as support for a  
part of the conflict.

27. Prepare and divide the work: Each 
participant in the process – institutional, 
international, community, armed actor 
– must know and fulfill their role.  
No one can replace or substitute for 
another. A time of enlistment, prepara-
tion and clear and precise information 
on roles, starting and finishing times, 
are necessary.

28. Act with transparency: All the people, 
organizations, international community, 
administrative institutions involved 
must act with transparency. Otherwise, 
misleading messages can affect the 
process and the security of children.

29. Work with various actors to support the 
process: Work with the media and other 
sectors so that they understand the 
importance of the process and that the 
issue of children should not be used 
politically.

30. Establish communication protocols: 
Agree with all parties, including  
children, child safety protocols related 
to media (e.g. relating to the use of 
photos of children in media or social 
networks) to avoid exposing children  
to harm.
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Concluding remarks 10

Despite the cultural and geographical 
differences, in addition to the structural 
causes that led to the armed conflict, this 
exercise shows that adults (and in this 
particular case, armed actors) a have to 
show responsible, consistent, ethical and 
committed respect for the human rights  
of children in any culture. This being the 
case, there is no small effort when it 
comes to ensuring the well-being of 
children in the midst of the armed conflict. 
The level of well-being of the children 
during the conflict should be a reflection 
of the society that armed actors want  
in the future, that they are fighting for.  
It is important then to recognize and
accept the contributions that people
from the different entities involved and
responsible for this work can make.

Sharing these reflections makes it possi-
ble to understand how fundamental the 
non-recruitment of children is, finding 
other forms and participatory routes for 
their separation, reintegrating them into 
civilian, family, social and community life, 
respecting and valuing their participation, 
contributions and decisions on issues that 
affect their lives.

In one of the meetings during the research 
and exchange process, a participant ex-
plained “for indigenous people in Colombia, 
children are like seeds.” Thus, adults have 
the responsibility to provide children with 
a fertile ground in which to develop to 
their full potential. War is obviously not  
a suitable terrain for this.
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